AbstrAct This article examines the impact of an acquisition by Special Collections at Stony Brook University Libraries on community relations. The department acquired two historically important letters about the Culper Spy Ring, an intelligence gathering effort on Long Island, New York, initiated by George Washington during the American Revolutionary War. Through a guided conversation with local historian Beverly C. Tyler, the authors gained insights on how the letters influenced the community's re-telling of history and the development of new exhibitions and programming. The conversation also provided context for the relationship between the university and its neighbors. The narrative developed into a significant asset in its own right, in the form of an oral history that provides evidence of a previously undocumented facet of university-community engagement over time.
-and the broadcast of the Culper-inspired AMC television drama series TURN: Washington's Spies.
To assess the impact of the letters, SBU faculty Kristen Nyitray (Associate Librarian) and Sally Stieglitz (formerly Visiting Assistant Librarian) sought to collect qualitative data and subsequently conducted an oral history interview with Beverly C. Tyler, Historian, Three Village Historical Society (TVHS). Founded in 1964, the society is dedicated to the preservation and interpretation of local history. As SBU is located in the center of the Three Villages, Nyitray and Stieglitz sought out Mr. Tyler's unique perspective of the longtime relationship between university and community, both to enrich the understanding of the documents held by SBU Libraries and to inform and improve future town and gown interactions. Consequently, Mr. Tyler was invited to speak at length; the narrative was guided by open-ended questions prepared by the librarians and resulted in significant qualitative data on community history and university-community engagement.
Although SBU Libraries and the TVHS had previously collaborated on programs, this encounter was an opportunity to examine, in depth, a community member's perspective on those interactions. The initiative was sparked by librarians Nyitray and Stieglitz's shared research interest in engagement and arose out of ongoing discussions on how to collect meaningful data from community partners. This was the first instance of SBU Libraries seeking to collect such data. Valuable as a stand-alone research project, this foray into qualitative data collection emerged as a blueprint for future interviews.
Topics covered in the interview with Mr. Tyler included his family history, the influence of the Washington letters, and the relationship between the community and the university. She did the play with her students, gathering all the information on tape and by video and then hiring people from New York City and the university to play individuals from the community. So that was a really joint effort between the university and the historical society to do a particular project. SS: I think that developed some good will? BT: Oh yeah. The members of the community who were featured in the play were sitting in the theater in the round in benches, in pews, actual pews, and every once in awhile the actor would walk up and put her arm or his arm around and sometimes bring them into the scene with them as they were doing it. It was wonderful. It really didn't get into the larger community as much as we would have liked. KN: Do you find that surprising? Because so many people from the university live in the community? Why do you think there is this disconnect? BT: It's not with the university people and the historical society. It's everybody else that just doesn't have the time or the inclination to be part of it. More people should be interested but sports seem to be an overriding thing, but in a way it's good because a lot of people really follow university sports. I don't know if we should call it a disconnect anymore or not. 
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Conclusion
When connected to a community, collections are meaningful and impactful. Several key insights were gleaned from the interview. First, town and gown relations are strengthened through shared interests and activities, in this instance, local history. Second, SBU Libraries' acquisitions of the Washington letters were influential; they spurred the TVHS to grow its spyrelated programs, which consequently brought greater attention to their own organization and to SBU's Special Collections. Third, partnerships with the community take effort and will not flourish without nurturing. Fourth, university collections can elevate primary and secondary education. By giving TVHS access to primary documents for an interpretive exhibition, SBU's collections enhanced the local school curriculum. Finally, publicity and marketing efforts need to be recognized, supported, and sustained. The promotion of library services and collections should be part of a university's portfolio of communication and media relations activities.
What began as an attempt to evaluate the influence of two pivotal acquisitions on community engagement yielded more than untold information about the dynamics between SBU Libraries and the local community; it gave rise to a new source of institutional memory. Conducting an interview was found to be a novel and viable approach to assessment. Employing this method to gather anecdotal evidence provided the authors with observations and perspectives that could not have been obtained with a traditional survey instrument. The interview fostered the recall of first hand experiences and memories. Rich narrative provides context that a questionnaire may not evoke. The interview also encouraged reflection about the past and contemplation about future collaborations.
Crafting a focused conversation can serve as a model for other institutions seeking to evaluate the impact of outreach efforts. The dialogue documented the multi-dimensional roles that can be fulfilled by a special collections department, from a preserver of history to a facilitator, a negotiator, and an ambassador of goodwill. A valuable asset in its own right, the oral history interview decidedly served a dual purpose. Researchers have access to insights about the George Washington letters and their significance in the Three Villages, and the library is more informed about the impact of its collections on community relations.
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